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AMBLYCHILA CYLINDRIFORMIS SAY. 



By Prof. Frank H. Snow, of the University of Kansas. 



In considering the unintelligibility of the title of this article to one 
who is not a professional entomologist, I am reminded of a brief dialogue 
which occurred between Mr. Richard Foster, a member of my last sum- 
mer's collecting party, and a cow-boy of the plains, who passed by one 
evening while Mr. Foster was looking for specimens. After watching him 
for some moments with great curiosity the cow-boy asked : ' ' What are you 
doing?" Mr. Foster replied: "Hunting Amblychila." The cow-boy in 
great amazement inquired again : ' ' Ambly Chila — who 's she 1 ' ' Who 
"she" is, it will be the object of this paper in some measure to explain. 

In 1823 the famous entomologist, Thomas Say, discovered a single dead 
specimen of this insect ' ' near the base of the Rocky Mountains. ' ' Twenty- 
nine years later a second specimen, also dead, was found upon the "Llanos 
Estacados," or Staked Plains, by one of the United States surveying 
expeditions. The remarkable structure and great rarity of this beetle 
made it "facile princeps" among American insects, and its possession was 
eagerly sought by our foremost entomologists. But many difficulties lay- 
in the pathway of those who would gain the coveted prize. The regions in 
which the two specimens had been captured were practically inaccessible to 
the entomologist. No railroad had then entered the vast country lying 
west of the Missouri river, and hostile bands of Indians were at all times 
in readiness to massacre the reckless adventurers who should dare to tra- 
verse their hunting grounds without a powerful military escort. A national 
expedition for the survey of our immense unoccupied domains might obtain 
the needed protection by Government authority. But what professional "bug 
hunter" could hope for membership in such an expedition, much less aspire 
to the requisite military escort for an expedition of his own for the sole pur- 
pose of hunting an insect, however rare and however valuable in the estima- 
tion of entomologists. But, notwithstanding the inaccessibility of the plains 
to collectors of insects, various attempts were made to overcome this difficulty. 
A distinguished American entomologist, not many years after the discovery 
of the second specimen of Amblychila, in 1852, printed a circular containing 
a description and life-size figure of the beetle, which he distributed among 
the army surgeons at the various military posts in the Western territories. 
Several additional specimens were in this way obtained, and several others 
were brought in by some of the more recent Government expeditions. But 
Amblychila cylindriformis continued to be the rarest and the costliest of 
American insects. It could hardly be purchased for museums at any price, 
and not more than two years ago, no less than fifteen or twenty dollars were 
eagerly paid for a single specimen. Indeed, a price list of North American 
coleoptera issued at Cambridge only eight months ago, quotes the subject 
of this paper at twelve dollars per specimen. 

Two causes, however, have recently conspired to bring out the fact that 
this insect is by no means the same rarity in nature as in entomological 
collections. In the first place, the withdrawal of the Indian tribes from 
Kansas soil to distant reservations, has made it possible for the collector of 
insects to visit the plains without incurring the imminent danger of losing 
his scalp; and in the second place, the discovery of the crepuscular and 
nocturnal habits of Amblychila has led to the capture of great numbers of 
specimens during the past season. This discovery, which had been predicted 
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by Dr. LeConte, of Philadelphia, was actually made in the summer of 1876 
by Messrs. H. A. Brous and S. W. Williston, of the Yale College geological 
expedition to Western Kansas, in charge of Prof. B. F. Mudge. The mem- 
bers of this party obtained about 100 specimens. During the present season 
several hundred specimens have been collected by Messrs. Williston and 
Cooper, of the Yale expedition, and by the Kansas University expedition 
in charge of the writer. It is more than probable that the present year has 
been unusually favorable ( to the occurrence of this insect, and that the next 
season may prove, like that of 1876, less productive of specimens. It is a 
well known fact that a species may occur in great abundance for one year 
and then become comparatively rare or altogether unknown for several 
years in succession. This law will doubtless be found to apply to Ambly- 
chila cylindriformis as well as to other insects. 

I was disappointed to find these insects apparently devoid of that 
intensely ferocious nature which had been ascribed to them by sensational 
writers for the Eastern press, and which would be suggested by its position 
at the head of a ravenous family, the Cincindelidas, or Tiger-beetles. I 
have watched them night after night coming forth from their hiding-places 
soon after sundown and beginning their night-long search for food. I am 
satisfied that their sense of sight must be exceedingly deficient, as they 
never discover their prey from a distance, however slight, and never capture 
it unless stumbling upon it as if by accident. When, however, they do thus 
stumble upon an unfortunate caterpillar, grasshopper, or other suitable 
article of food, a very acute sense of touch, chiefly concentrated in their 
long and constantly vibrating antennas, enables them to seize upon and 
firmly hold it with their powerful mandibles, while with their maxilla? or 
secondary jaws they withdraw the life juices and soft tissues of their strug- 
gling victim. They also manifest the imperfection of their vision by mak- 
ing no attempt to escape from their human captors, allowing themselves to 
be picked up as if entirely .blind. They are slow in their movements, walk- 
ing about with great deliberation over their favorite hunting grounds, the 
sloping clay-banks. The only approach to rapidity of movement observed 
during the summer was in the case of a single individual surprised by the 
morning sun while at a distance from a suitable hiding place which he was 
making frantic exertions to discover. 

In a brief paper contributed to this Academy by Mr. H. A. Brous, at 
our last annual meeting, it was stated that Amblychilffi live in holes which 
they construct for themselves. My own observations do not corroborate 
this statement. On the other hand, I found them invariably coming forth 
at night from holes made by other animals, most especially from the intri- 
cately winding burrows of the kangaroo rat (Dipodomys Phillippii), by 
which the clay banks are often completely honeycombed. In these burrows 
they take refuge from the direct rays of the sun in the daytime, in com- 
pany with other nocturnal genera — Eleodes, Pasimachus, etc. These latter 
insects undoubtedly furnish many a midday meal for AmblychilaB, which 
are not to be supposed to pass the entire day in sleep. On one occasion I 
had an opportunity of watching two of them in a large abandoned badger's 
hole. They were wide awake and walking about with vibrating antenna? as 
if in search of food. I have also kept several living specimens in confine- 
ment and have carefully watched them for several weeks, but never discov- 
ered any disposition to make excavations for themselves, though they would 
gladly take possession of holes made for them in the earth at the bottom- 
of the cage. 

In regard to food, no living insect seems to come amiss to them. They 
seem to be especially fond of all sorts of Orthopterous and Lepidopterous 
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larva?. They will attack and devour the huge wingless locusts (Brachypep- 
lus), and sword bearers (Ensicaudes). I have seen them in the act of con- 
quering and devouring the large Prionus of the plains (P. fissicornis), and 
in two instances have seen them eating one another, apparently with the 
keenest relish. In confinement they will thrive upon full grown maple- 
worms (Dryocampa rubicunda var. alba), the caterpillars of the Hand-maid 
Moth (Datana ministra), and almost every other insect pest of the orchard 
and garden. 

But while thus visiting the death penalty upon every member of his 
class with which he comes in contact, our voracious hero is himself a choice 
article of diet to at least one carnivorous quarduped of the plains. Mr. 
John M. Walker, one of the members of my party, while patrolling his 
accustomed beat one morning before sunrise, discovered the fresh fragments 
of several half-eaten Amblychilae scattered along his route, as if some pre- 
datory animal had but just preceded him and made his breakfast upon the 
rarities which otherwise would have made their way into the collecting- 
bottle. On the evening of the same day, Mr. Walker, while collecting in 
the same locality, was violently attacked by a rabid skunk, twice in immedi- 
ate succession. The next morning Mr. Richard Foster, the other student 
of the party, was similarly attacked on a neighboring clay-bank, and had 
the good fortune to kill his assailant. An examination of the centents of 
this animal's stomach revealed unmistakable remains of freshly-eaten Am- 
blychilse. It would thus appear that this ill-odored quadruped has an orig- 
inal claim to the title of " Amblychilse-hunter, " and is ready at the proper 
time to vindicate its claims against human contestants. This fact will 
merit the serious consideration of entomologists who may hereafter visit 
the plains, since the bite of the rabid skunk has proven fatal to man in 
more than nine cases out of ten, and there are more than fifty fatal cases 
on record. In this connection may be mentioned another danger which must 
be incurred by the collector of insects upon the plains. I refer to the bite 
of the rattlesnake, which venomous reptile abounds in Western Kansas and 
Eastern Colorado, and was encountered nearly every day by some member 
of our expedition. 



NOTE ON THE HABITS OF SOME OF THE RARER CINCINDELiE. 



By S. W. Williston, New Haven, Conn. 



The few following observations may be of use to collectors: 
C. montana. This species I found in considerable quantities early in 
spring, in Southern Wyoming — more frequently along the hillsides of up- 
lands, and not especially in bared ground. 

C. pulchra. This beautiful species is extremely abundant in South- 
western Kansas and Southern Colorado. They always choose perfectly bared 
spots of loam, on high ground, and for that reason are oftenest seen along 
old unused roads. A peculiarity of their northern distribution is inter- 
esting. They are extremely abundant along the valley of the Smoky Hill 
river, extending nearly as far east as Ft. Hays. But during three years 
of active collecting in the West by Messrs. Brous, Cooper, E. W. Guild, and 
myself, I never learned of a specimen taken north of the divide between 
the Smoky Hill and Saline rivers, nor indeed beyond the immediate valley 
of the Smoky Hill. Another beetle with almost precisely the same limits 



